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	1. Everybody Hurts

Hangovers are a bitch, aren't they? Of course, its the price you pay for the fun you have the night before, right?

"Hah. A Price is paying the price."

The little snort of laughter from my side surprises me, thin arms curling around me, pulling me tight to a bare chest.

"Max…?" The hope in my voice is audible.

A sigh, then the arms withdraw. With a creak of the springs, the other girl gets out of my bed and starts hunting around my room for her clothes.

Shit.

Its been nearly five years and I still can't get her out of my every fucking waking thought. My best friend, my sister, my first mate on the SS Pricefield…

… Look, we used to play Pirates. Long story. It made sense to us, I swear. She used to look so cute in that bandana, eyepatch barely covering the freckles scattered across her face.

I shook my head violently, trying to stop the memories from pouring back in. Memories of the day she left Arcadia Bay. The day she left me.

"I… I'm sorry, Beth." My voice sounds pitiful, weak even to me.

"I know, Chlo. Me too." The little blonde shrugs into her jacket, walks over to gently kiss my forehead, moving my hair out of my eyes.

*Flashback*

"Just go!"

Sitting at the top of stairs, body wrapped in an old hoodie of my dad's, sobbing into the lining, I made quite the fuckin' sight. Max stood at the bottom of the stairs, doing that arm holding thing she always does when she's upset.

"I'm sorry, Che… I..."

"The Fuck you are. FUCK OFF AND LEAVE!"

"I don't want to leave, Che, its not my choice."

"The hell it isn't! Fuck off, I never want to see you again!"

"Che, Please."

"Just go away. Please." My voice was hollow, broken. Fucking pathetic.

The minute her lips touch skin, a rough voice rings out from downstairs.

"Chloe Elizabeth Price, you get your ass down here right now, Soldier!"

Shit again. The step-douche is back. Probably seen the hella mess we made last night. We always were... athletic.

Beth leans her forehead against mine and exhales gently. "Guess I should be going, huh?"

I groan and pull myself out of bed to help her out the window. "I guess. Fucking Prick would kill me if he found that I'd been sneaking you up here."

She looks in at me from the windowsill and laughs. "Sneaking? Considering the mess we left downstairs, I don't really think sneaking is the word."

I smirked back. "You're probably right. Now scat, I gots to go antagonise the Fuhrer."

She gave a dapper little salute and flipped back off the roof. I love when she does that kinda shit. Perks of fucking a gymnast, right?

"I'm not kidding around, Chloe! Now!"

Yeesh. Hella pushy, right?

"I'm coming, I'm coming, yeesh, gimme a fucking second!"

I stumbled over to my door and pulled on some clothes. A random band tee and some jeans I had to crowbar myself into, then my laced up military boots and my trademark beanie.

I yanked open my door and thudded downstairs, swinging on the pole at the bottom and stumbling into the dining room.

The place was a mess, discarded clothes and shit everywhere. Beth and I can't help but make a mess when we hook up.

David was standing in the middle of the room, face red and that stupid little mustache of his wobbling as he raged back and forth.

"Damn it Chloe, this place is a tip! Your mother and I have to live here too, can't you think of somebody besides your useless delinquent self? A good soldier ALWAYS keeps their bunk tidy, why can't you?"

"'Cause I'm not a fucking soldier! I'm your step-daughter, asshole! If you care about my Mom at all like you fucking claim, why don't you stop treating us like a platoon of your damn troops or just fucking leave us the hell alone!"

He storms up to me, pushing my shoulder. "Useless fucking girl. You're good for nothing but making our lives harder. Your Mom's been through so much, can't you just try be tidy and good for once in your life?"

"Fuck this and fuck you, David."

He raises his big, meaty hand and slaps me across the face. Hard, too. I could feel the tears in my eyes.

I storm out, slamming the front door and stomping over to my truck.

Shit, fucking Nazi can't ever see reason! It's so not fair. Dad dies, then Max leaves, then Rachel fucking disappears, then I get stuck with that asshole!

Crap. I think I just ran a red light…

I swerve the truck and roll up the dirt path to American Rust, my home away from hell. David hates me coming up here. Thinks I'm gonna shoot up or cut myself on a rusty nail or some shit. Paranoid bastard.

I parked the truck and swung out of the cabin, heading over to the pile of scrap and junk that was American Rust. There was a little shack on one side of the place where Rachel and I hung out.

There was an old couch that Rachel had helped me pull in a couple years back. The thing was comfy as shit, but ugly as fuck. Kinda purpley-orange fabric.

I swung my arm down and grabbed the beer bottle next to it and took a long swig as I walked to the couch.

I fell down onto it, pulling off my beanie and running my hand through my hair, trying to throw off the old memories pouring back into my head. Shit I really didn't want to remember anymore.

The first few days after Max left were the hardest. Mom was still a wreck over Dad and I was lost and alone. I spent most of my time flipping between crying over Max and crying over Dad. Mom and I barely saw each other, both hiding and grieving our own way.

Mom slowly pulled herself together after that. Got back to work, started to realise that Dad wasn't coming back and this was the way the world was now. I… didn't.

I just ran away from everything, trying to feel something, anything that wasn't about Max or Dad. Booze, drugs, chicks, dudes, whatever it took. None of it really worked though. That shit filled the hole for a while, but it never helped for long. Until Rachel came along.

She was so... Alive, y'know? Made me feel almost like Max did. Like anything was possible and all that hopeful shit.

I... I...

Is my ass singing Sparklehorse?

Oh crap, my alarm. I nearly forgot. I had a party to get to. Some Vortex Bash they were throwing over at Blackhell. I was gonna go, nab some free drinks and maybe pick up a chick to bring home for some fun. Or hell, maybe two.

Time to blow this shitty joint, anyways. Memories aren't any fun.

I hopped up off the couch and wandered over to my truck, hopping in and gunning the engine for Blackhell. Made it there pretty quick, swinging onto the main road and pulling into the lot at the bottom of the school.

Could hear the music blaring in the gym from there. Loud, heavy beats that rattled my skull and pushed all the hella shitty thoughts right the fuck out. Normally, I wouldn't be caught dead at one of these parties, but needs must, right?

I hopped out of my ride and swung over to the main door, breezing past the little blonde chick on the desk, who kinda babbled at me. Cute, but no mere bouncer can stop the likes of Chloe Price!

Shit, everytime I come in here, I'm still struck by how fucking BIG the gym is. Place looks tiny as fuck from the outside, but inside, BOOM. Like a TARDIS. Well, it is supposed to have a swimming pool, right? Maybe this bit of it just got lost and landed in this shithole. Be about the only fucking cool thing to happen in this hellhole anyways.

The Vortex Douchebags had set up their little 'VIP zone' at one end of the gym, hidden behind the DJ and some hella tacky curtains. Oh look, yet another flunkie on the door. Well, curtain. The Party was a typical Vortex Club one. Bright lights, loud music, plenty of people, all hoping for a way into that exclusive VIP section.

The place was packed already by the time I got there. Kids dancing and macking on each other left, right and fucking centre. I pushed through the crowd and headed straight for the bar, grabbing a cold bottle of something from the bar and swinging across to a sofa, taking a swig from the bottle as I flopped down onto it.

Ew. Raspberry Cooler.

Crinkling my mouth up in disgust, I tossed the drink into a nearby bin and headed out on to the dance floor, hunting for tonight's distraction. Maybe a brunette tonight? Short brown hair, maybe a couple of freckles...

Max...

Nah, maybe a redhead. Get me some firecrotch.

I quickly found one. Leggy girl, pale skin, blue eyes. Alice or Alexa or some shit like that. After a couple more of those shitty beers, we were getting on pretty well, so I invited her back to my place, Price Charm, don't fail me now.

She giggled. "Sure. Just let me grab my coat."

I grinned.

Damn straight.

"Great. Just gimme a mo and I'll be right back. Meet you in the parking lot?"

She leaned in and kissed me. "See you there."

I rushed to the bathroom, only to find a tall blonde girl sitting in a pool of vomit, swearing and screaming at two other girls running around her like drunk idiots. Victoria Chase, pretty princess bitch queen of Blackwell and her cronies I forget the names of. Always gotta be the centre of attention, huh?

Well, shit. I don't have time for this. I'll just hold it till I get back home. Chloe Price, Bladder of Steel. I grinned and quickly headed over to the car park to meet my 'date'.

A sudden scream pulled me out of the little mental tune I was dancing along to as I walked. I looked around, trying to see what the fuck was happening. Looked in the lot and some blonde guy was trying to wrestle a girl into his car. Shit, is she drunk? She looks hella zoned.

Asshole.

Shit, I know I'm a bitch, but even I can't just sit by and watch that shit happen. I storm over and pull him off her.

He barks out. "What the fuck?"

Nathan Prescott. Shit. My fucking luck to interrupt the self-proclaimed King of Blackwell trying to rape a girl. I gritted my teeth, pulled back my arm, desperately trying to recall those three judo lessons Max and I had before she left. What was it the instructor said before I broke his damn nose?

Oh yeah.

I kicked him in the balls and then brought his head down onto my knee, breaking his nose with a nice, loud crack.

"You fucking bitch, do you know who I am? I will kill you!"

Posturing little prick. I hit him again, right hook right across the jaw. He fell to the ground and didn't get back up. Badass ninja skills, Price.

The girl had fallen against his car seat, groaning and whimpering, her eyes foggy, but still like, moving and shit. That was good, right? Meant she wasn't dead, at least. Her eyes fixed on mine and I could see the confusion. Asshole must've drugged her or something, just drunk doesn't do this to you.

"Hey, um. I'm Chloe. Don't worry, you'll be ok. I'll keep that asshole away from you." I said, gently, surprised at how soft my tone was. Not very badass punk now, are you Chlo?

I picked her up, bridal style, carrying her over to my truck. I put her down on the seat, carefully moving her head so it didn't hit anything. It'd be just my luck to rescue a girl and give her a concussion in the process.

I edged into my seat, turned my keys in the ignition and pulled out of my space, turning on the road to the hospital.

Shit. This was not gonna be fun. Hadn't been in a hospital since the day dad... I gave my head a violent shake. Not the best time for that Chloe, this girl is hella out of it. She might pass out or choke on her vomit or something and because I'm a dumbass, I'll screw it up and she'll die and it'll be my fault again!

Breathe, Price.

I took my first good look at my passenger then. She was a short girl, wearing a plain, but pretty little dress that went to just below the knee. A sundress, I think, but that shit was never my Mastermind subject. I wore jeans and tank tops for a fucking reason. Like I care about fashion tips from Cosmo magazine or whatever.

So, clearly not a Vortex groupie anyway, those slutbags were happy to wear dresses that barely covered their ass half the time.

She had a small cross necklace around her neck. Pale skin, pretty blue-brown (Hazel, that's called Hazel.) eyes, despite the whole drugged up look, she had an innocence to her that kinda reminded me of Max.

She'd be hella impressed with me. Taking on the big bad Prescott's to save some girl I didn't even know. She'd give me one of her sweet smiles and beam at me for hours.

Shit. I miss you so damn much, first mate.

The girl groaned and slurred in a light, airy voice, her eyes blinking owlishly at me.

"Wassat? Where we gooooing?"

"I'm taking you to the hospital, I think you got drugged or something."

"no, no, no. No hosp'tal. P'rnts will kill me!"

I sighed. Great.

Parents must be hella strict types or something. Fucking idiots that'd blame her for the Presc-shit drugging her. I know parent drama though, no way I'd put her through that if I could avoid it.

"Ok, fine, I'll take you back to my place. No hospital tonight."

"thnks Blue, you th'bessst." Her slurred best was accompanied by a raised finger, shakily prodding me as she grinned.

I couldn't help it. I grinned back.

"Its Chloe, but you're welcome. What's your name?"

"Kate. 'm Kate. An' you're Blue." She giggled, wafting at my hair.

If anything, my grin got bigger. What the fuck is wrong with me?

The house was empty when I got back, thank dog. No way I could get her past the Step-Fuhrer. I carried her up the stairs and gently placed her on my bed, wrapping her up with as many blankets as I could find. I think that's right? Vaguely remember House saying something about keeping patients warm, anyways.

Once I'd gotten her settled, I took the chair. I got hella snuggly when I'm asleep, don't think the girl would appreciate being groped in her sleep by a total stranger after what just happened, even if I did totally just save her life.

I dozed off pretty quickly, the booze and the stress tiring me out pretty damn well. I dreamt of freckles and brown hair, same as every damn night.


	2. Waffles and Tea Parties

AN: Thanks to GrumpyCat42 for pointing out I completely forgot the girl Chloe picked up existed. Kinda a Faux Pas on my part, but I'm gonna try use it in the story later like I totally meant to do that in the first place. :) Guess I need to read my posts a couple more times before I upload them.

As always, please review. If I'm fucking up somewhere, I'd like to know. Thanks in advance, fanfic-folks.

I woke up to the sound of crying. Blinking the sleep away, I stretched out the kinks from sleeping in an uncomfortable fucking chair and looked at my 'guest'.

She was sitting on the edge of my bed, covers thrown off, head in her hands, crying.

I sat, staring for a moment, trying to work out what the hell to do about this crying girl in, well, on, my bed before a little voice in the back of my head that sounded suspiciously like Max said "Talk to her, dumbass."

"Hey. Uh, You sleep okay?"

Wow. Well done, moron. Those're your comforting words?

I rubbed my neck a little, trying to get rid of some of the aches in my spine. Crap, I used to be able to sleep anywhere or anyway and wake up fine. Must be getting old. Her head bolted up towards me, panic written all over her face. She forced herself to take a few deep breaths before replying.

"Not really no. I don't remember most of last night and the parts I do remember I'd really rather..."

Another deep breath.

"Sorry for dumping all this on you, you probably don't care about this, just being nice, being a good samaritan to the drunk Christian girl or..."

While her babbling was endearing, she was starting to get hella worked up, playing with that little cross necklace, so I interrupted.

"Nah. All part of the knight in shining armour service, ma'am" I threw up a salute that would probably make Step-douche cry for a week.

She giggled. Honest to dog giggled, her face wet with tears, but her smile and eyes shining like the sun and stars.

Sun and Stars? Seriously, Price? Way to get hella mushy on this girl already.

"Thanks, um. I'm sorry, I don't remember if you told me your name."

I smiled at her, trying to be reassuring or something, I guess. I think I probably came off as kinda sick-looking, but still. Thought that counts, right?

"Chloe Price, at your service, milady."

I gave a little flourish and a bow. She giggled again for a moment, and I couldn't help but smile along with her. She went all serious after she'd calmed down, looking straight at me.

"As much as I don't want to know, I think I have to ask. What happened to me last night?"

I told her everything I saw.

She was crying again by the time I finished my story. I put my arm around her shoulders, trying to offer what little comfort my useless damaged self could.

"Thanks." Kate sniffled. Wrinkled her nose up like a rabbit. It was kinda cute.

"Anytime, Kate." She smiled, thinly and glanced around my room.

"So, your room has some very... interesting posters?"

I took a look around. Huh. Far more tits on my wall than I'd noticed before. Meh.

"Yup. Got a punk rebel image to maintain, don't I? Can't have that without a little boob action on the walls."

Once again, the giggles start. Man, I could get used to hearing that sound. Still giggling, she reaches over and pulls me to my feet.

"I'm sorry, Chloe, but I really should be going soon. I don't want to impose and I have classes in a few hours."

She stood up from the bed and held her hands out to me, pulling me up to stand in front of her. For some reason, I felt disappointed. Christ, Chloe, pull it together. You against the world, remember?

Can't trust anyone...

She did have a pretty laugh though.

Fuck it.

I let myself be pulled up, then hung my arm over her shoulders, guiding her downstairs.

"And, I figure, if it's okay, I could at least make my saviour some breakfast? I'm told I do divinely good waffles, pardon the sacrilege."

I grinned. "I do love waffles. And saviour, really?"

She smiled back. "Of course. I hate to think what Nathan would've done had you not been there. You might've saved my life."

I blushed. Honest to dog, blushed. Well, so much for the hardcore punk rep I'd worked so hard on.

"Well, I'll do anything for a hella rad stack of waffles. Let's getcha set up in the kitchen, I think Mom still has some batter and shit somewhere."

We headed downstairs to the kitchen. I waved my hand at the door when we walked past.

"Your stuff's over there."

She turned from her bags to walk into the front room, stopping as she saw the mess.

"Thanks, I... Oh, Wow."

She looked around the lounge, a sheepish look on her face.

"Did I make all this mess?"

I peered over the kitchen counter to see what she was talking about.

"Huh? Oh, nah, it was like that before you got here. Me and a... Friend got a little energetic. Gimme a minute to get your stuff set up in there and I'll clear the place up a bit."

She waved a hand. "It's ok, really. I don't want to put you to any trouble. You've done enough for me already."

I shrugged. "Meant to tidy up anyway. Besides, you're cooking me breakfast, least I can do is doll the place up a bit. Makes me look all respectable, right?"

Kate mumbled a reply, grinning as she looked at all the pictures my mom had stuck up all over the living room walls.

"Aww. You look so cute in this one!"

I glanced over. Crap, baby picture. I started poking through some of the cupboards as she moved around the room. My mom had a lot of fucking pictures.

"I like this one." She was looking at a picture of the me and mom sitting at one of the booths in the Two Whales.

I hummed a reply as I hunted for the waffle shit. Christ, Mom really needs to organise these cupboards. Can't find fucking anything.

"Is this your dad?"

Kate appeared at my side suddenly, holding out a Polaroid of me and Dad holding a huge salmon. Some competition we'd entered before I met Max. We came second.

"Yeah, that's him. William Price."

She looked down at the picture and smiled. "He looks nice. What's he do?"

Shit. Shit. Shit.

"Uh, well, um, nothing now. He died five years ago, so..."

Her head shot up suddenly, her face falling. "Oh, dear lord, that's terrible. I'm so sorry Chloe, I didn't mean..."

I wafted my hand at her, keeping my face stuck in the cupboards to hide the crying. Fucking weak. Gotta be strong, Chloe. You against the world, remember? Crying gets you nowhere.

"It's fine, Kate."

I took a deep breath.

"Go grab the ingredients from the fridge, I'll try find you a waffle pan."

I felt her hurry off and quickly wiped the tears from my eyes. Pull yourself together Price, damn it!

I found the damn thing in the last fucking cupboard I looked through. Bloody typical, I got no fucking luck.

"Got it!" I swiped the damn thing from the cupboard and held it up proudly to Kate, who grinned.

"And I have the eggs, flour, milk, vegetable oil, sugar, baking powder, salt and vanilla. Do you, uh… want to help?"

"Uh, nah, i'd better not. Probably burn the house down. Me and Kitchens don't really get along. Gotta tidy this shit up, anyways."

She laughed, a light and airy sound. "You and my dad would get along famously. He burnt soup, once. Or twice."

She moved over to the oven and started mixing and adding and all the rest of that baking kinda shit.

I started ambling around the room, arranging and tidying the clothes, messed up shit and just general mess that Beth and I had made. What can I say, we get hella athletic on our nights in.

We chatted as she cooked and I tidied. She told me how she was a student at Blackhell, mainly focusing on art. I told her some of the quirky hijinks that got me expelled.

I told her a little about Joyce and David and she talked about her family. Her mom sounded like a real bitch, strict and fucking oppressive. Apparently her folks were part of some weird Christian group, one of those strict fundamentalist ones. Guess her Mom took the guilt part of her religion way too seriously.

We bonded a little over that, I think. Misery loves company, right

I got to telling her about some of Max and mine's old Hilarious Hijinks. This one time when we drunk like, a whole bottle of Mom's wine.

I say we, but I think Max had like, 3/4s of the bottle. She was vomiting and hungover for hours. Vowed never to drink again after that.

Joyce was so pissed. She'd called Max's folks, frantically apologising for nearly killing her daughter only to find Ryan couldn't stop fucking laughing. He'd kissed Max on the head, proudly proclaiming his daughter had her first hangover.

Vanessa was not so amused. Max burst into my room the next morning, crying her fucking eyes out because of the shit her fucking Mom had said to her. Bitch.

I watched her as she cooked, hair tied back, one of Mom's aprons tied at her waist. It was kinda cute and hella housewifey. She'd said she was sorry about my Dad. That I didn't deserve that and it wasn't my fault.

It… yeah.

Um…

Anyways, Kate was real good at the whole cooking thing. She stirred and poured and dabbed all while still talking to me. Real fucking impressive. Every little movement she made was smooth, like she'd been practising for fucking hours.

Guess her dad being such a shitty cook and her mom being such a controlling bitch meant that she was cooking a lot of the time.

I looked up from the huge pile of clothes I'd ended up with. Few of mine, few of Beth's. Guess she'd learned to carry an extra change of clothes on our little hookups. Either that or I'd been so hella out of it I hadn't noticed she'd left naked.

"Tada!"

She did a little flourish and bowed, displaying the waffles like a fucking art piece.

I grinned. "Very nice. Just let me go put this stuff away and I'll grab some juice. Apple or Orange?"

"Apple, please. Orange juice always gives me acid reflex."

I bowed deeply, Twirling my hand as I did. "Your wish is my command, milady."

She stifled a giggle and got to serving breakfast. I hurriedly put away the bundle of clothes and went back into the kitchen to grab a couple of glasses. That was when it hit me.

I kinda totally ditched the girl from yesterday. Damn, she was hella hot. Weird, could'a sworn we were supposed to meet at the parking lot. Should've seen her there, its not like its a fucking national park or anything.

Meh. Fuck it. Not like I can do anything 'bout it, never got her number. Heh, like I ever do. Might as well just forget about it. Probably never see her again, so…

I shook my head to clear it and grabbed the OJ and the apple from the fridge, pushing it closed with my foot as I balanced the glasses in one hand and the cartons in the other back to the table, where I dumped them with a clatter and sat down.

That was how Mom found us a half hour later when she got back in. She had the late shift on thursdays, so didn't get back till early Friday. She stops in the hall, dropping the bags as she spots the cleaned house.

"Chloe?" She sounds completely shocked.

I'm kinda proud. My Mom is normally the most unfazeable woman you'd ever meet, and I rendered her hella speechless. Christ, the way she was reacting, you'd think I'd never cleaned anything before… well, admittedly it'd been awhile since I had, but still! A little less shock would be nice. Should be grateful she didn't have to do it, like usual.

She stood there and blinked for a few seconds before picking up the bags again and stumbling into the kitchen. Kate quickly jumped up to help. I waved up from the table and answered Mom, mouth still full of Waffles.

"mff-Hey Mom, this is Kate. Kate, this is Joyce, my mom."

Once they'd put the bags down, Kate stuck her hand out and said "Hi Mrs Price, it's nice to meet you."

Mom looked down at her hand and shook it, laughing in that warm, motherly way she does so well. She always was far better with people than me. "Lovely to meet you too, sugar. Oh, and its Madsen, now, but you can call me Joyce. I love my daughter, but I know Chloe can't cook to save her life, so I guess Breakfast was on you, huh?"

Kate looked down and shuffled a foot, blushing. "Um, yes? I hope that's ok?"

"Sure, Hon. If it makes ya happy, glad my little kitchen could be of service."

I saw Kate take her hand and lead her over to the table, where she sits down, Kate rushing off and coming back with a plate and a glass.

"Please, eat, drink. It's the least I can do after your daughter saved me yesterday. She's my angel."

Kate's earnest face and my mom's proud expression... I blushed like a friggin tomato.

"Angel, huh?"

I've never heard her sound so proud.

She looked over the table at Kate. "So, what did my daughter save you from, exactly? If you don't mind my asking."

And so the whole shitty story was told again.

Mom's eyes were red by the time Kate finished and she'd placed one of her hands over Kate's. Some reassurance thing a screw up like me wouldn't ever have thought of.

"Well, I never thought I'd say this, but I'm glad Chloe was at that party to help you out, Hun."

I grin. "You shoulda seen me, Mom, I whacked that Presc-shit good."

"I'm sure you did. That was delicious, Kate, thank you."

She laughed faintly and got to her feet, picking up the plates and glass as she did. Kate immediately took them from her.

"Please, let me, Mrs Madsen. Like I said, it's the least I can do."

The astonished expression was back again. "Well, ok then. If you insist, Kate. And please, call me Joyce. It's ok, I won't bite."

As Kate smiled and bustled off with the dishes, Mom leaned towards me and grinned. "I like this one, Chloe. Seems like she thinks the world of you."

"Yeah, she's... pretty cool for a bible thumper. Think I could get her in a mosh pit in a couple of months though."

"Hmm. Well, You never know Chloe, she might even get you into a church."

"Church? Pfft. I'd burst into flames the moment I walked in."

"Hey, you heard the girl. You're an angel now." She smiled again and ruffled my hair. "I'm proud of you, Chloe."

I rescruffed my hair, and spoke, awkwardly. "Yeah, yeah. I'm sure one of the non-vortex douchebags at the school would've come along if I hadn't. But hey, looks like I finally made the 'respectable friend' you always wanted."

She sighed. "I never cared if your friends were 'respectable' or not, Chloe. I just wanted you to let someone in. You've been so closed off ever since Max..."

I picked my plate up and stood abruptly. "I think I heard Kate call me. She probably needs my hella expertise in the Kitchen."

Her shoulders fell, her tone defeated. "Sure Chloe, go check on your friend."

I hurried to the Kitchen, carefully avoiding Mom's gaze.

Kate didn't say a word, didn't even look up at me, just handed me a towel. She washed, I dried.

A few moments later, I heard my Mom sigh deeply, then get up and go upstairs, closing her door quietly.

"Who's Max?" Kate asked quietly, voice full of concern.

I froze. "She's... she's just somebody I used to know."

Kate smiled. "I'm not that type of Christian, you know. I've got no problem with homosexuality. If it's a loving relationship, I think God would be ok with..."

I jerked, splashing water everywhere. "What? Max wasn't a, she was just a friend."

She blushed. "Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend you, it just... she seems like she means a lot to you."

I sighed. I guess I was gonna have to talk about this sometime, might as well be with her. "Christians have, like, confession shit, don't they? Confidential and that?"

She laughed, lightly. "That's more priests than just any Christian, Chloe. But I promise not to tell anyone anything if you don't want me to."

I nodded hurriedly. "Ok, just, gimme a minute. Haven't talked about this before. Well, once. But that didn't turn out well either."

She just sits there, face concerned, but patient, kind.

It took me a little while, but eventually I told her the whole sordid story of me & Max, from the day we met till the day she left.

*flashback*

I jumped up and stormed down the stairs at her. "JUST GO!"

She flinched back from me, eyes falling to the floor and she backed up to the door, tears starting to fall.

"I'm sorry, Chloe. I just don't know what to do. I don't want you to hate me."

She pulled her eyes up from the floor, watching my face quietly.

I avoided her eye. "Too late."

She started crying, then. I turned and stomped back up the stairs, slamming my door.

"I'm so sorry, Chloe. That must've been so hard for you, at such a young age." She reached over and put her hand over mine.

"I can't believe a 'cool kid'" Hell, this girl could pronounce the shit out of inverted commas. "like you didn't have any friends after Max's family left."

I sighed. I seemed to be doing that a lot lately.

"I did have one… she was the coolest, y'know? Like a force of nature, all on her own. She was smart, popular, gorgeous and just… she was my angel, after my Dad died and Max left me."

"What happened?" Kate's little face was the very picture of concern and curiosity. Like I could tell her to fuck off. It'd be like kicking a puppy. And setting it on fire. And playing it Good Charlotte songs.

So, I told her. Told her about our plan to get outta this place. Told her how Rachel had just… disappeared one day. Told her how I'd thought she'd gone without me. Told her how I sent her a text every month hoping she'd reply. Told her how she never did.

Before I know it, I'm on the floor bawling, my head in Kate's lap, as she gently strokes my hair.

I feel so pathetic, crying my eyes out on a girl I barely know and I tell her as much.

She smiles, sadly. "It's ok. I'm just happy I can help. Besides, you saved me, it's only fair I return the favour. And I'd... like us to be friends, if that's ok?"

Blinking away tears, I look up at this kind girl. "Friends?"

She nods, solemnly. "Friends."

I wipe my eyes and let Kate 'help' me up. Girl had the upper body strength of a gnat. She must'a seen her watch or something because she suddenly shouted. "Oh no! My class starts in an hour and I've still got to feed Alice and take a shower and...!"

I put my hands on her shoulders. Now here was something I could help with. "Don't worry 'bout it Kate, I can give you a lift. I'm hella fast. I'd tell you to ask the cops, but they haven't caught me yet."

I yell bye up to Mom and drag Kate out the door, swinging over to grab her bag as we left. She looked... worried, when she saw the truck.

"Hey, don't worry. She may not look like much, but she's got it where it counts, kid.."

She smiled, thinly, clearly not getting my amazing reference. Eh, no time to show her the masterpiece that is Star Wars right now, Chlo. Maybe later.

We get in and I hit the accelerator. The truck tears off down the road toward Blackwell. Kate hung onto her seat as I took corners far faster than I really should've, but fuck it, it's hella fun! We made the 20 minute trip in 10. Damn, I'm good.

I swung around the corner into the Blackwell Lot and glided the truck into a space.

"Houston, we have touchdown."

I turned to look at Kate, who seemed to be a bit... nervous. Her hair was messed up, she was clutching the handle of the door so hard her hand was red and looking at me with wide eyes. "Woah."

I grinned, rakishly. "Enjoy the ride?" I said, wiggling my eyebrows.

She blinked. "Woah."

"Yeah, this baby can really take corners, can't she?"

I checked the dash clock.

"You should probably get going if you wanna get cleaned up before class, Nerd. You look like ten miles of bad road."

She quietly collected her things and opened the door, before turning back to look at me and speaking in that gentle little voice of hers. "Thanks, Chloe. For everything, today and last night. If it's alright, I'd like to see you again, soon?"

I shrugged. "You sure a good bible-thumper like you would want to be friends with a 'good for nothing delinquent' like me?

She smiled. "If it's all the same to you, I'd like to make up my own mind about that."

She reached around into her bag and pulled out a little leather-bound book and a hella expensive looking fountain pen. She scrawled down something on a page of the book before tearing it out and thrusting it in my direction. "Call me sometime? Please? I really would like to be friends with you, Chloe Price."

I looked at her pleading expression and large doe-eyes just begging me to take her number. "Fine, fine. Just stop giving me the kicked-puppy face. I can't say no to that."

I reached out and took the number from her, getting another dazzling smile in return.

I actually did call her later that day. We were chatting about some old book she'd just finished that she wanted me to take a look at. I tried to protest, telling her that I didn't really read. All she said was "Nonsense, everybody reads. Just, take a look, if you don't like it, you can just give it me back, right? But I'm pretty sure you will. Are you free tomorrow?"

I pondered the question for a second, before saying. "Yup. Like a fart in a bathtub. Whatcha wanna do?"

She giggled. "You are a truly singular person, Chloe."

I blushed like a fucking tomato, intensely grateful that we were on the phone and she couldn't see my face.

"And I was thinking we could get some tea. I know a fantastic little place on the waterfront. It does coffee as well, if that's more your thing."

"Sounds good, Katie. It's a date."

I did have tea when we met up, actually. At her prodding, of course. And I had it at every meet-up after that. They were kinda weird at first, but fun. We're both very different people, but we got on surprisingly well.

Presc-shit and his blonde bitch, icky Vicky, were giving Kate a lot of trouble though. Kate called me a bunch of times, in tears over something those two assholes had said. She refused to tell me what they were saying to her though, always protesting that it didn't matter.

I think it was maybe, the third or fourth call in the second week we'd known each other when I found out what they'd said. Turns out something had happened at that party before I could get there.

It was a little after lunch and I was lounging about the Casa del Pricefield at American Rust, feeling sorry for myself as usual, drinking and listening to old songs Rachel had gotten me into. Proper indie stuff. I'd always tried to think about what the lyrics meant, find that hidden meaning in the song. Rachel hadn't. She just wanted something she could dance or sing to.

I heard my phone go off and fumbled about in my jacket pockets for the thing. "Yeah? Who is it?"

I had an old phone, so no caller ID.

"Hi, Chloe." Kate sniffled. She sounded awful, like you do when you've been crying hard for a while. I sat up.

"Fuck. Are you ok? What did those assholes do this time? I swear to dog, one of these days I'm gonna whack that Asshole."

She started sobbing. "There... there was a video. Of me, on the night you saved me. I was, kiss... Kissing a whole bunch of people!"

Shit, what the hell?

"And my church saw it! They told me I was a sinner and..."

"Woah, woah, woah. Slow down. Is it a fake? It's gotta be a fake, right? You wouldn't ever do something like that."

She took a few long, deep breaths. "No. It's... It's definitely me. I don't understand, I don't remember anything like that!"

"You don't remember? Well, you were hella out of it when I found you. do you think maybe you...?"

"No! I barely had a sip of wine! I drink more than that in church and I never frenched the damn priest!"

"I believe you, Kate, but if it's real like you say, you must'a kissed all those assholes for some reason?"

I thought back to that night and her foggy eyes. I thought she'd just been drunk when Presc-shit was trying to shove her in his car. Shit, what if...? No, even those vortex club pricks wouldn't go that far just to prank the bible-thumper, right?

"Kate, I'm not saying anything for definite, but… you seemed really out of it when I picked you up. Do you think you might've been… roofied?"

"Roofied?"

She sounded puzzled. Fuck, didn't her 'rents let her watch those dumb after school-specials 'bout drugs? Thought Christians would've been all over that hugs not drugs type shit.

"Drugged, Kate? Rohypnol."

She was quiet for a little while, obviously thinking about it. "I don't know, maybe? Should I go to the police? Maybe they can investigate or something. They could tell my Church that it wasn't my fault!"

Crap. Bad idea. Crap, crap, crap, crappity, crap. Why's she gotta sound so fucking hopeful? Have to be realistic about this shit though.

"We can't, Kate They won't do anything."

"What? Why? Don't they have to look into this stuff?"

Fuck. Shit. I hate being fucking realistic.

"The Prescott's own the pigs. Daddy dearest pays them off to get Nathan out of trouble. How'd you think he's missed jail all this time? Fucker isn't exactly subtle. Prescott bribes them. Without proof, they won't do shit and Prescott will know we're onto him."

"But, but... They have to investigate! There's nothing else I can do!"

She sounded... broken. Fuck, I hate this, but it's gotta be done. If she goes to them and just gets laughed outta there... I don't know what she'd do. Going to the cops now would just make things hella worse.

"We have to do this ourselves, Katie. Me and you, every step of the way, you got that?"

"Thanks, Chloe, but I think I'd be better doing..."

I interrupted, before she got any more ideas in her head.

"No. We're friends, Kate. Friends stick together, right? I'm gonna help you get rev... justice. We just gotta get some proof before we go to the cops, ok?"

She sighs, but I can practically hear her smiling. "Ok, Chloe. But we do this right. No felonies or anything, please?"

I grin. "That's my girl. Sure thing, boss. No going lone avenger on his ass. So, wanna come get some eats with me? Mom's in the diner, so you know it'll be good. We can plan our superspy evidence hunt"

"Sorry, Chloe. I have homework. But I have some free time tomorrow morning, if that's ok?"

"Sure thing, Katie kat. See ya then. Call if you need anything, ok? Even if it's just to complain about how shitty homework is."

She laughed, still sounding bad, but a bit better. "Will do Chloe. And thanks, for helping, I mean. I'm glad I met you."

"Same here. Now, bugger off and work. Somebody's gotta pass an exam around here and it sure as hell won't be me."

"Yes ma'am. See you tomorrow."


	3. Tattoos and Brass Shoes

AN:

GrumpyCat42: Yeah, I'm pretty sure that's how it happened in Canon. But that's the lovely thing about fanfics, right? The world is mine to play with, bwha ha ha! :)

Aitorhdz16: Thanks! And she's here next chapter. I'm writing her a 'tad' different from how she is in game, so I'm a bit nervous about how that'll turn out. Hope you like her though. :)

So, I've never picked up a single human being in a bar or anywhere else, so I'm not really sure how to write that. As always, please review, let me know if I got even close. :)

Today's title comes from this song. Thought it fit. Gonna see if I can't keep this song-title gimmick going for a while. :)

watch?v=6_zOKuCBCrY

Thanks, fanfic-folks. You guys are awesome.

* * *

><p>The next morning was fucking cold. Some 'low pressure' something or other had drifted in over Oregon and dropped the temperature by about a bajillion degrees. But meh, the cold never bothered me anyway.<p>

Yeah, I saw Frozen, so what? Kickass movie.

I was in my usual tank and jeans combo, with my beanie down to my eyebrows and waiting, totally calm and patient outside the Two Whales.

Kate was late.

Like, really late.

Like, really, seriously, worryingly late.

Ok, so, it was only by like 15 minutes, but still, I can worry if I want… fuck it. I pulled out my phone and shot off a text.

Chloe - Hey K8 U OK? UR RLY L8

It was about ten minutes of frantic pacing and muttering enough swearwords under my breath to make a sailor blush before I got a response.

Kate - Hey Chloe, I'm so sorry. I got delayed a while, but I'm free now. Be there in 5.

Chloe - K CU SN

Shit. Something bad must've happened. Bet it was the fucking queen bee-atch and her cronies again. Victoria had made it her mission to give Kate as much shit as she could over this video.

I'd had to stare her down a couple times now after she tried bitching at Kate with me around. Guess she'd decided to go for her alone now, huh.

"Hey Chloe!"

I felt a hand on my shoulder, jolting me out of my little melancholy mood and scaring the ever loving shit outta me. Not that I'd ever let on, Chloe Price has a reputation to keep up and nerves of steel.

Ok, fine... so, I screamed like a fucking five year old and flailed around, falling to the floor and who or whatever the fuck it was that put their hand on me jumped back.

Ow...

I rubbed the back of my head and looked up at Kate, who was peering down at me from her all of 5ft nothing with a concerned look on her face.

"Chloe, oh no! Are you ok? I'm so sorry, I was just excited to see you and I didn't think and I..."

I interrupted her word-vomit with a wave and a mumbled "It's fine."

Had to cut her off fast when the floodgates opened or she'd talk us both to an early grave. Don't get me wrong, it's cute for the first couple of minutes, but after she talked about nothing for a straight half hour, I learnt to stop it fuckin' quick or else.

The back of my head felt wet. What the fuck? Its freezing and I manage to find a puddle?

I pulled my hand back and found it a sort of pretty reddish colour. Huh.

"Chloe, you're bleeding! We've got to get you inside and I can clean that up for you. I did make it happen, right?"

Kate immediately grabbed my hand and started pulling me towards the diner, chatting all the way.

The non-bloody hand, I mean. That would be gross, otherwise. Fuck, she must move hella quick, we just, like, blurred right up to the door.

The door flapped as we entered, that stupid double-hinge thing making it swing back and forth wildly. Mom looked up from behind the counter, her usual grin falling as she spotted me, hand on the back of my head. "Oh lord, Chloe darlin', are you ok? What the hell happened?"

I waved, kinda at her. From the puzzled wave back that the guy on the end of the bar threw back at me, I mighta missed a smidge.

"Hey Mom, nothin' much, just a little head wound. Bleeding a bit, but I'm fiiiine. Got any waffles?"

Mom leaned down to look in my eyes. "Chloe. You are not 'fiiine'. You hit your head, you gotta go get checked out." She turned to Kate.

"Look, darlin', normally I wouldn't ask, but I can't leave right now. Wouldya take Chloe to the med centre? It's just around the corner. Tell him I sent you and he won't charge you anything."

Kate nodded. "Of course, Mrs Madsen. I'll call you with any news."

Mom sighed dramatically. "Good lord, Kate, how many times do I gotta tell ya, it's just Joyce to you, hun. But thanks. You take good care of my daughter."

* * *

><p>Shit!<p>

I squeezed my eyes shut and flinched when a light suddenly beamed straight into my fucking skull. I heard a wearied sigh.

"Look, Miss Price, I'm not exactly thrilled at the circumstances either, but if you wanna get better, stop bloody moving. You've only got a mild concussion, so it could be worse. Least it ain't Lupus."

The doc was sitting on his stupid plastic swivel chair, a brown cane propped up against his leg, shining the fucking bat-signal into my head. He picked up his cane and pushed off from the bed I was sitting on back over to his desk. He started typin' some shit into the computer and askin' me a whole buncha irritating questions about my head and how it felt.

"Why are you asking me all these fucking questions? Can't you just give me a pill and let me go?"

He grimaced, running his hand across his stubbly grey beard. "If only, the government says I gotta fill in one of these report things for every damn thing I do. Apparently, 'keeping it in your head' is not a proper filing system. Meddling bastards."

I grinned. "Tru dat. So, how am I, doc? Hella fit like a fiddle, right?"

He peered at over his computer and just raised one grey, grizzled eyebrow. "Hella? Seriously? Kids today..."

Kate giggled from off to my left, holding her hand over her mouth to try keep it quiet. The doc eyed her from his chair. She giggled even harder.

"Look, Miss Price, you seem to be ok for now. You got a concussion from your little fall, so I'm gonna need to get someone to stay with you for the evening. Make sure you don't die in your sleep or something."

Kate hopped to her feet and stepped forward. "I can do it. Least I can do for getting you in this situation, right?"

The Doc finger-shot at her with a little *pyowng*. "Well then, guess we have a deal. Now, scat. My show's on soon."

I hopped off the bed. "Sure thing, doc. We're gonna... woah!" Fuck, I felt hella dizzy. Doc might be right about the, y'know, concussion thing.

Kate rushed over and took my arm before I collapsed or something equally dramatic. I leant into her far more than I really wanted, but fuck it. The room was spinning and she made it not so fuckin' wobbly. I'm stubborn, but I'm not insane.

We hobbled out of the room, waving bye to the doc and getting a grumpy waft back and headed out to the parking lot, getting into my old truck.

Kate drove. I wasn't really in any condition to.

Kate was a sloooooow driver. 5 to 10 miles under the speed limit at all times, slowing before every single fucking turn, the goddamn works. (Sorry, Kate!)

Was hella cute, really. She was all concentrating on the road, head low on the wheel, totally focused on where she was going.

Kinda ignoring me, but it was cute enough that I forgave her.

We got back to my place in around 30 minutes, like, double the time it would've taken me. She helped me out and we worked our way into my house and into the front room. She dumped me on the couch where I landed with grace, style and very little pained moaning. "Stay here a second, I'm going to go grab you some water."

I grinned up at her. "Yes ma'am. Right here."

She skittered off into the kitchen and I heard the faucet go and a whole lot of clattering and thunking around.

I heard her call in. "You feeling ok, still?"

Sweet girl. Always thinking of everyone else first.

"Yeah, I'm good. Surprisingly comfortable on this piece of shit couch."

She laughed. "Good to hear. You make sure not to move, remember what the Doc said. I've got to look after you till at least tomorrow."

Her voice was firm, uncompromising. She appeared at my shoulder, looking down at me on the couch, shaking a fucking ladle at me.

"So stay. Let me take care of you. Or I'll get mean and have to do something to punish you. Not entirely sure what though. I never was very good at that stuff, not even when I had to look after my sisters when they were young. Never could do that whole discipline thing."

She trailed off at the end, clearly realising her rambling threat did not have the impact she really wanted it to, before smiling at me and pushing me back down on the sofa when I tried to sit up.

"Staaaay. I mean it." She poked me in the shoulder with the ladle.

"Gotcha, Katie. Really. I'm staying right here."

She smiled at that and went back into the kitchen. Long story short, she made us some waffles and sat with me for the rest of the day, chatting about all sorts of shit.

Pretty sure we were talking about what kind of furniture we'd like to be at one point.

Kate wanted to be a chair. Weirdo. Everyone knows, tables are where it's at.

We moved up to my room when Mom and Step-Douche got home, playing some of my old music CDs. Low volume, to keep the douche happy. I sprawled into my desk chair and Kate perched on the end of the bed as we listened.

She'd never even heard of Syd Matters, can you believe it? Or Mogwai.

She wasn't really into most of what I liked, which didn't surprise me. Kate definitely seemed like more of a mainstream type. Pop and that kinda stuff. Not really my thing, but each to their own, I guess.

She did like Angus and Julia Stone though. Probably the lightest of my musical reper...

Repper?

Repo?

Ribbledibblethwibblefarble?

...

Collection. My Collection.

Anyway, yeah, she liked them. Of course she did, Rachel liked them, after all. She always had so much more in common with everyone than me. I offered to burn her a CD of some stuff, and she accepted with a blush and a shy grin.

"Thanks Chloe. You're, you're always so nice to me." She paused, taking a long, deep breath.

Huh? Where the fuck is THIS going...?

"I don't really have that many friends, not even in my church. Most other people just see my faith and back off. I only ever really got along with my sisters. Everyone else... not so much."

Another deep breath.

"I always thought I never really would have any. Friends, I mean. Uh, what I'm trying to say is thanks for being my friend. It means a lot."

Shit. Never thought she'd have as shitty a time with people as me. She's always so nice, you'd think people would like that. I spin around on my desk chair, hop off and crash down next to her on the bed, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her down.

"Sure thing, Katie kat. We're buds now, right? Gotta stick together."

She fucking BEAMS at me. Crap, I wanna find whoever didn't tell her how awesome she is before and punch them. Lots.

She nods her head for a second, eyes unfocusing. "Wait, I know this one! What is it?"

I smirked. She'd picked a hella good one to recognise. "Its Youngblood Hawke. We come running. Hella sick tune, right?"

"Yes! It's so catchy!"

"I'll put it on the CD."

We chatted for the rest of the night and most of the next morning, then went to the Two Whales for breakfast. Kate got a call then, telling me she had to go.

I think it was her Mom, from the pained sounding sighs from Kate and the muffled yelling through the phone.

I gave her a lift back to her place. Her house was a typical suburban shithole near the outside of Arcadia Bay. Garden was fucking pristine, flowers, trees and a fucking 'water feature' to match. I never understood these places. Why would you buy a house you can barely afford, so you can go to a job you hate so you can pay off your architecturally inflated socio-geographic penis.

Probably a compensation thing.

I looked at some of the other houses on her road. One of them had pillars.

DEFINITELY a compensation thing.

She got out and knocked on the door. Her dad answered, hugged her before bringing her in. Least the girl had one actual parent.

I watched her go inside before driving off to this shitty bar where they didn't card me. Place was a dump, but at least I could drink there. I waved to the bartender and got a nod back and a glass of something brown pushed towards me. I downed it in one and tapped for a refill. Damn, that stuff fucking burns!

There were more folks in here than usual tonight. Must be a special occasion.

Then again, this place isn't exactly the sort of bar you take the folks to. Pretty sure the food from this joint would kill ya before you finished it. Half the reason I liked the place.

My eyes drifted along the bar, across the faces of every grim faced fucker say along it and I swept over to look at the tables and booths dotted around the...

Wait.

Was that...?

I flicked my eyes back over to the bar.

Well now, what have we here? A little lost rich boy?

Nathan fucking Prescott, moneyed up little prick he is, just does not drink in a shitty bar way outta town. And yet, there he was, bold as fucking aluminium? Steel?

Meh. Whatever he was, he was chatting up some blonde chick leaning on my damn bar! The bruise on his nose from the day we met was pretty much gone and what was left gave him a kinda rakish look, like a prettyboy merc from an old movie or something.

Heh. Looks like he's trawling for new prey. Not gonna find any A-List Models here, buddy, just trucker bitches and drunk bitches. I watched him smile and charm the blonde bimbo in her too tight top and too tight shorts. She giggled and leaned into him and I shuddered. Poor girl had no idea who she was flirting with.

I don't even know what made me do the stupid fucking thing I did next, but I did it.

I drain my drink and unbutton my top a little, trying to plump up my pretty much non-existent cleavage.

That taken care of, I walk up to the bar, swaying as I went. When I reached the bar, I deliberately bumped into him. The girl shrieks, so I know I knocked his drink all over her. Re-fucking-sult.

He whirls on me, leaving her spluttering and wailing behind him. He looks like he's about to flip out, so I lean into him and put my hand on his arm before he can start. He didn't seem to recognise me, so I guess I knocked the fucking memory of me right out of his head when I kneed him there.

"Oh, I'm sorry, it's so crowded in here."

I glance down at his now empty glass and put my hand on his arm.

"Oh no, did I spill your drink? I'm so sorry, do you want me to get you another?"

He grins at me, the girl behind him forgotten as he fucking drags his eyes down my body. Perverted asshole.

"Nah, it's fine. Not like I can't afford another. Hell, I could buy this whole fucking bar with pocket change!"

He shouts that last bit and sweeps his arm out across the room. A couple folks look over at him annoyed, but quickly look back to whatever they're doing when they realise who it is that's disturbing their drinking.

I look down at my feet, flicking my eyes up at him and I give a shy little smile. "Wow… I bet you can get away with doing all sorts of things…"

I squeeze his bicep and trail my hand down his arm with that last line, half expecting him to push me away. If anything, his boyish grin gets bigger. You know, it's too bad the guy looks like he eats puppies and kittens for lunch. He might be kinda hot, otherwise.

"You bet I can, babe. We own this town."

Christ, seriously? Arrogant prick. Then again, it was kinda true, so...

I laugh, airily, trying to do that femme fatale thing from the Bond Movies. "I like a man who knows what he wants. I don't think I've seen you in here before. What's your name?"

He leans in towards me. Probably angling for a better view down my top. "I'm Nathan. What can I call you?"

"The name's..."

Shit, I can't tell him my real name! Think of something, think of something…

"Max. I'm Max."

He leans in further and murmurs in my ear.

"Hey Max, so, how about we take this back to my place?"

Booyah, another point for Price!

I pull away and smile. "I'd love to. Meet you outside?"

"I'll be waiting. Don't take too long." He shoves his hands in his pockets, dumps his empty glass on the bar and heads outside without looking back.

I wave the bartender over and, checking that nobody was watching, slipped him a twenty. "Just the usual, Bart?"

He wandered off to the other end of the bar and picked up a bottle of Jack, coming back over to me. He handed me the bottle, quickly putting a small baggie in my other hand that I whipped away into a pocket.

I turned from the bar and went out to find Nathan.

* * *

><p>My back hits his door as we fall together, kissing frantically and pulling at each others clothes. He fumbles for the handle and we fall back into his door room, him landing on top of me, making me grunt with pain. What? The guy was heavy. Sure, most of it was muscle, but still.<p>

He kissed his way down my neck, murmuring sorry into my pulse point as he went. I stopped him as he got to my collar, pushing his shoulder gently. "Are we really gonna do this on the floor with the door open?"

He blinked and grinned. "You are such a chick."

I opened my eyes in mock surprise, looking down at my rack.

"Really? Are you sure?"

He laughed, before getting up and pulling me to my feet. I let go and look around the room. "Nice place you got here."

There was a double bed pushed against the wall to the right of the door, and a desk beside the window, next to a bunch of shelves. The left wall had a huge fucking TV that dwarfed the one Step-Douche had bought. There were some expensive looking surround sound speakers dotted around the room. I walked over to the wall opposite the window, running my finger along the shelves and looking at the three pictures there.

Oh, Repertoire! That was the fucking word! Crap, that'd been annoying me for hours. Anyways...

The fucking things had spotlights on them. Who the hell has spotlit pictures in their house?

He moved to the bed and lay down on it, one leg swinging off the end as he watched me wander around his room. "Eh. Its a shithole, but its my shithole. Nothing like my room at home."

I laughed and brought out the black bottle of Jack. "Well, does the shithole have any cups in it?"

He waved over at the shelves. "Cupboard on the right, babe. Make mine a double."

There was a stack of plastic cups in the cupboard.

I pulled the top two, careful to keep everything I did hidden inside the cupboard, then poured a shitload of whisky into both, quickly tipping the stuff from my little baggie into one of them, giving it a little shake. I stood up, put them on the shelf and moved over to his speakers. There was an IPod docked into it.

I tapped it on and scrolled down his playlist. Ew, Good Charlotte. No wonder the guy was such an asshole. I picked something at random and turned up the volume. It was some techno club song I didn't recognise. Heavy on the bass, low on everything else, y'know?

I straightened up, starting to dance along to the beat, when I felt two arms wrap around me from behind and Nathan started kissing my neck again. "Now, we've got music, lighting and booze. Wanna get the party started?"

"One more drink, then hella yes."

I went went back over to the shelf and grabbed the two cups, handing one to Nathan and bringing the other up to my lips, downing the whole lot and throwing it off into the corner before advancing on Nathan, who'd gone back to lounging on the bed. "Now, where were we?"

He smirked. "Well, I don't know about me, but you're about to be on the floor."

He held up the empty plastic baggie. Shit. Oh, Shit.

I looked over to the cup I'd thrown into the corner, then back to his smug face, each getting blurrier and blurrier every time I did. "You bas… you bastard!"

He jumped up from the bed, getting right up in my face. "Nobody challenges me. NOBODY! This is what you get for protecting the Marsh girl."

That was the last thing I saw before my vision went black.

I came to a little later, blinking my eyes. I felt the wall behind me and a sheet under me. There was a really bright light on me and everything felt kinda fuzzy and really out of focus. I saw the outline of something moving towards me from the direction of the light. I blinked and shook my head, trying to clear the kinda dull feeling in my head.

As the thing got closer, I could kinda make it out. It was Nathan, on his hands and knees, crawling towards me with a camera up to his face. I wriggled, finding my hands were tied together.

"Quiet now."

His voice barked out. I stopped wriggling, keeping him in my line of sight as I tried to blink the blurriness out of my eyes.

He smiled. "Now, now. Don't panic. I just want to take a few pictures."

He moved in closer, clicking the camera every step.

I shifted, trying to get my feet under me and keep track of my limbs, which all kinda felt like they were stuck on 8 different people.

He got right up close, the lens of his stupid camera like, right next to my face. When he was close enough, I pushed off the wall and barrelled into him, knocking him over.

I kicked him in the stomach when he landed. "Fuck!"

I didn't wait for a second. I just ran at the door, thudding into it when I found it fucking locked. I kicked at the thing, again and again until the lock broke, then I ran out, stumbling my way out of the building back home.

* * *

><p>Shitshitshitshitshit. I fucked up, big time. Letting that creepy asshole get the better of me like that, stupid, stupid, stupid!<p>

I thudded backwards into my bedroom wall. Shoulda known better.

I slid down it to curl up on the floor. Shoulda DONE better.

Damn it, Chloe, always the screw up, aintcha?

Bet Max would've done better. Hell, I know Max would've done better. Smartest person I ever met. Waaay too smart for the likes of me.

But, she's gone now, right? Gone like Dad, Gone like Rachel…

…

Shit. Things were desperate, so I did the one thing I'd forbidden myself ever to do.

I called Max.

I listened to the phone ring. Once. Twice... Three-ce?

This is a baaad idea, my brain singsonged. Shut it, Brain! You need this. Like you said, she's the smartest person we know, she'll know how to get us out of this fine fucking screwup we're in.

Aren't you forgetting something? My Brain asked, sarcastically.

No…? What?

SHE LEFT! SHE LEFT US! She left Mom, She left Arcadia, She left YOU!

She left me…

Wait, listen.

...Answering Machine. Fucking Answering Machine. Damn it. Of course she didn't pick up. Bitch didn't give enough of a shit to answer me, but that didn't stop me from leaving a message anyways.

"Hey Max, it's, it's Chloe. Um, I don't know if this is still your number, but it's the last one I got, so…"

I sighed.

"You probably won't be surprised to hear this, but I screwed up, big time and I don't know what to do. I need help."

I got up from the floor and moved over to lie on the bed, running my hand through my hair.

"I saved some girl, Kate, from this rich prick kid trying to cart her off and do fuck knows what. Then, y'know me, can't keep myself from making hella stupid decisions, I thought I could try drug him and search his room for proof of what he did.

I choked up, trying not to cry.

"But he, he, he drugged me instead, the little bitch. I think he was gonna try… to… FUCK. I feel like I'm being crushed under, just, the fucking weight of all this."

"This is a bad ideaaa" My brain singsonged again.

Quiet!

"Max, I'm sorry. You left me and I want to hate you so much, but I just can't. I need you. I need you to come back. I need your help, first mate Max, I need hella help."

I took a deep breath.

Come back?

Help?

Fuck, she wouldn't even pick up the damn phone. I felt that old defensive anger flowing up, red haze over everything, like the world was out to get me all over again.

"You know what? Fuck that noise. You don't care. You didn't even pick up the fucking phone. For all I know, you're sat listening at the other end, just waiting for me to shut up and go away. You don't care now, you didn't care when you left. So forget it. Forget it! You hear me? Forget it like you forgot me!"

My voice rose to a full fuckin' yell at the end of it and I may have thrown the phone at the wall, hard enough to dent the damn thing where it collided with a thud.

It slid to the floor and the screen cracked.

Bit like you, eh Chloe?

…

...broken…

I cried myself to sleep that night. Yet, I still dreamt of freckles and long brown hair.
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Chapter IV:

* * *

><p>AN:<p>

GrumpyCat42: Yeah… thinking things through was never really Chloe's strong point… And tbh, I'm not really sure what I'm shipping. It's a tossup between Pricefield & Chasefield. Completely forgot about the lamp though, good memory.

Divergent Demigod Fangirl: Thanks! Hope you enjoy it. And love the name, btw.

Sorry for the delay, folks. I'm just going into a big exam period, so I've got less time to write. Gonna try for weekly updates from now on.

Ok, so uh, this chapter is the one I'm kinda worried about. My version of Max is kinda different to the regular one, so I'm hoping that she comes off ok. As always, please review, let me know what ya thought of her.

* * *

><p>I woke up with someone shaking my shoulder and someone else holding my fucking head inside a ringing church bell.<p>

"Chloe?" Kate said, shouting into some kinda megaphone pressed to my head, while pointing a torch straight into my eyes.

"Ow." I said.

"Are you ok?"

"Ow." I repeated, annoyed, because that really should've been a good enough answer.

I blinked against the light. "Ow. Too bright. And stop shouting."

"I'm barely whispering." She screamed. Her dainty little flats slammed down on the floor like fucking Godzilla as she went to close my curtains.

"What happened?" She asked.

I blinked and squinted over at her. She was crouching by my smashed phone.

I shrugged. "It pissed me off."

She left for a sec and I just sat there, trying to make the room stop spinning. Hangovers are still not fun. And I didn't even get any fun the night before… I shook my head quickly, trying not to think about that, wincing when the pain got kicked up to fucking eleven.

Kate godzilla-stomped back in and slipped a glass and a pill into my hands. "Take this. Its an aspirin. It'll help your head."

I straightened slowly and took the pill, lying there as I waited for the fucking thing to kick in.

Kate put her hand on my shoulder. "Are you ok?"

"Dunno. My head hurts."

"Ah. Drunken night of fun with your friend Beth again, hmm?"

I waved her off with one hand, holding the other to my head. "Nah. But it doesn't matter. Whatcha doin' here?"

"Well, I came to see if you'd like to get some breakfast. I called, but…" She looked back over her shoulder to my phone, still where I'd thrown the fucking thing last night.

I laughed. Well, tried to, but the aspirin hadn't kicked in yet, so it came out more like a pained howl. "Yeah, I'm gonna need a new one of those, I think."

She put out her hands to help me up. "Shall we? I think I can hear your stomach rumbling from here and I know how cranky you get when you haven't eaten."

I let her help me up with a mumbled "Yeah, yeah, gimme a minute. Need to visit the little punks room."

She nodded. "'Kay. I'll wait for you out by the truck."

I waited for her to leave and went to check on my phone. Booyah! It switched back on! Nokia for the win!

… no response from Max … Fine then. Fuck her.

I shove the phone into my pocket and walked out after Kate.

* * *

><p>We found our usual table and Joyce immediately came over. "Hey Chloe. Glad to see Kate managed to get you out of Bed."<p>

"Hey Mom. Yeah, the lure of breakfast was too much to resist."

She laughed and pulled her pad from her apron and a pencil from her ear. "Well then, what can I getcha?"

"Just the usual, please Joyce."

I chime in. "Same here!"

Kate looks at me sternly. Well, as sternly as she could. Which wasn't fucking very. But, I sighed and gave in. "Same here, please, Mom."

When she left, I turned to Kate. "So, how's shit up at school? Vicky still givin' you trouble?"

"Not so much. But I've been spending more time off site with you, so I don't run into her as much."

She looks down sadly. I sigh and put out a hand to lift her head back up. "Y'know, just say the word and I can whack the bitch. She'll be sleeping with the fishes before she can say um... don't throw me in with the fishes? She deserves it. Eye for an eye, right?"

Kate just half smiles at me. "An eye for an eye and the whole world is blind, Chloe. She doesn't deserve that. Nobody deserves that."

I just happen to be looking over Kate's shoulder at just the right time to see Nathan Fucking Presc-shit walk in the door. He looked over the room, his eyes flicking from person to person until they hit me. Then, he smiled and turned to sit down on a booth the other side of the room. I go back to paying attention to Kate just in time. "...and that's why I don't want you to do anything, Chloe. Promise me you'll leave her alone? Please?"

I shrug. "Yessir, boss. Leave the nice blonde bitch alone."

She sighs. "Thanks, Chloe."

I shrug again and Kate stands up. "I'm just going to the Bathroom. Text me if the food comes?"

"Sure."

She wanders off, carefully not looking at the Presc-shit staring at her the whole time. Before I know it, I'm standing up, walking over and sliding into his booth. He leans back and smiles. "So, Max, wasn't it? Come back for another round?"

I grab his collar and pull him to me, leaning right in. "You even look at her ever again and I will end you."

He laughs in my fucking face. "Sure, anything else you want? Keys to the mansion, my camera, my watch? Get real. You wanna threaten me, you're gonna have to do a lot better than that, Price."

Shit, he knows my name! Say something brave, Chloe. Don't ever let the wolf know he's got you.

"I want 10 Grand."

He just laughed harder. "Or fucking what? You'll threaten me some more?"

Well, fuck it. Just gotta take a stab in the dark and hope I fucking hit organs. Hope my poker face is hella convincing or this is gonna go shittily. "Or I take the recordings I got of you last night to the cops. Think they'll like to hear what you tried to do to me?"

His expression dropped and his voice was quiet and menacing. "What."

"You think I did that shit last night without a plan? Fuck, I'm not that stupid."

Well, I was. But he didn't need to fuckin' know that.

"So, you pay me hella dough or I get you thrown in jail. Capisce?"

I pushed him back over to his fucking seat and went back to my booth, just in time to see Kate come out of the bathroom. My Mom stopped her on the way, holding a couple of plates and said something. Kate laughed and took the plates then came back over to me, sliding my waffles over to me.

I just picked the waffles up like a sandwich and took a huge bite, ignoring Nathan, still glaring at me. Kate laughed. "Chloe!"

I looked up at her and shrugged, opening my mouth to talk, bits of my delicious breakfast going all over the table. "What?"

She laughed again. "You are incorrigible."

I grinned."Thanf oo."

* * *

><p>Shit. Blackhell, again.<p>

Nathan called last night to set up the drop for the cash. He picked the fucking girls bathroom at Blackwell for the place, perv. No idea how he got my damn number, either, but fuck it. Guess he bought my hella ballsy bluff. Maybe I should try poker, 'cause my bluffs are hella awesome.

I checked my dash clock. I was running a little late, 'cause I stopped to blaze up my truck before I went in. Meetups with rapist rich pricks made me nervous, so I needed to calm the fuck down.

I ambled up the front stairs, pushing open the glass double doors and carefully avoiding eye contact with the Blackhell fuckwits wandering around like sheep.

Luckily, there were no staff around the doors to stop me. I was expelled, after all and so not really supposed to be on campus. Sometimes I think Step-douche has a point about those cameras, getting in here is way too fucking easy.

I stopped outside the bathroom, leaning against the wall and taking a deep breath. Fuck it.

I pushed open the door and stepped into the bathroom to find Nathan fucking talking to himself in the mirror. Crazy fuck.

"I hope you checked the perimeter as my step-ass would say?"

I scooted along the cubicles, pushing open each door and scanning for eavesdroppers. Letting people listen in kinda defeats the point of a secret meeting, right?

I found nothing and turned back to him. "Now, let's talk bidness."

He didn't even look at me, keeping his eyes on the sink. Bitch was scared of me, I so got this. "I got nothing for you."

"Wrong. You got hella cash." I retorted.

"That's my family, not me." Pfft. Fucker, trying to weasel his way out of our deal.

"Oh boo hoo, poor little rich kid. I know you've been pumping drugs 'n shit to kids around here."

I circled around him, gettin' right up in his face.

"I bet your respectable family would help me out if I went to them. Man, I can see the headlines now..."

"Leave them out of this, bitch."

"I can tell everybody Nathan Prescott is a punk-ass bitch who begs like a little girl and talks to himself…"

He pulls a gun on me and pushes me against the wall, pushing it against my fucking stomach. A fucking gun!

"You don't know who I am, or who you're messing around with!"

"Where'd you get that? What're you doing? Come on, put that thing down!"

"Don't EVER tell me what to do. I'm so SICK of people trying to control me!"

Ohshitohshitohshit, this is not good. Fucker was crazy. I tried reasoning with him. They always do it with the crazies on TV, right? "You are going to get in hella more trouble for this than drugs!"

"Nobody would ever even miss your punk ass, would they?"

Shit, this fucker was strong. But I had to try something. I flipped suddenly and managed to get an arm free to punch him in the head and pushed him back.

"Get that gun away from me, psycho!"

He let me go when he moved and I just kinda slid down the wall to the floor. He didn't go very far. Just pushed him back a couple feet. He suddenly got hella angry and he raised the gun.

I closed my eyes and flinched. Fuck, this is it. Sorry Mom. Sorry Kate. I tried. Sure you'll do better without me, anyway.

And suddenly, the door fucking exploded inwards as a massive dude charged in, knocking Nathan like, four times the fucking distance backwards I did and grabbing him by the neck.

The guy kept going with him until he hit the back well, still fucking holding him by the neck. He slammed Nathan into the wall a couple times and then just dropped him to the floor.

He just kinda lay there, whining and moaning. It was epic. This random dude just saved my life…

The big buy looked left, off into the corner and nodded. "Howdy boss. Nice ta see ya. Got the bastard."

Big guy sounded Texan. Insert joke about the cavalry here.

But the next voice sounded small, quiet and more importantly, so fucking familiar.

"You too. Good work, Travis."

A tiny girl stepped out from the shadows behind the stalls. She was wearing a pink tee, some ripped jeans and a pair of ratty looking converse.

"Holy. Shit."

She came! I called and she actually fucking answered!

"Hey Chloe. Heard you were in a bit of trouble."

She smiled at me. Hella awkwardly. Way more awkwardly than she used to, and that's fucking saying something.

I sat and stared at her for a sec, probably in some kinda fuckin' shock. Her expression got worried and she leant back, one hand going straight to her hip and she turned back to look at that Travis guy.

"She's not saying anything. Do you think we might need to check for a head injury or something?"

The big guy standing over the little whimpering pile of shit that was Nathan Prescott looked at me and shrugged. "No idea. Should probably get her outta here, though. Mite rude to leave her with this asshole."

Max sighed. "Good point."

She walked over to me and put one hand on my shoulder, shaking me gently.

"Come on Chloe, lets get you out of here. We can talk more when we're safe. Travis, make sure the asshole is still breathing and we can go."

Travis turned back to Nathan.

"Fu…"

A shot rang out. Travis was now on his knees in front of a fucking furious Nathan Prescott. Max whirled, dropping me and bolted towards the big guy, reaching out her hand…

"Holy. Shit."

She came! I called and she actually fucking answered!

"What the fuck?"

Max seemed freaked out. She raised her right hand and just stared at it for a second, before her face got angry and she suddenly spun and started kicking Nathan in the stomach. Again. And again. And again, before the big guy slid in front of her and held her shoulders.

She stopped kicking and took a deep, kinda ragged breath.

He calmed her down. I'd never seen her so fucking angry. Hell, before she left she was as shy as a mouse. What the fuck happened to you in the last five years, Max?

"What's wrong, boss?"

"I, I don't know. I saw you, I mean, I…"

She sighed and ran her hand through her hair.

"I… I need a drink."

"Not on a job. Even one you took without telling the rest of us."

Max looked indignant. "This one's personal."

He smirked. "Yes ma'am. Is it her?"

He looked over Max's shoulder at me.

"Yeah…"

Max shook her head, her face goin' back to the calm confidence she had when she first stepped out of the corner of the room.

"Check his gun. I'll grab Chloe and we can go."

"Thats more like it, Boss."

He turned and picked up Prescott's gun, played with it a sec and it just kinda fell apart.

Max came over and put my arm over her shoulders and hoisted me up. She was still short as fuck, so it was kinda weird.

"Woah, woah, woah, Max, I can walk!"

"Ah, so she does speak. You sure?"

I pushed her off and took a couple of experimental steps. I wobbled a bit, but I could so do this. Chloe Price, legs of steel!

"Very nice. Your house free?"

I shrugged. "Sure, everyone should still be at work."

She nodded. "Ok then. We have a safehouse."

A glance back at Travis. "What wheels did you bring?"

"Just my ole truck. Figured discreet would be more advantageous."

"Excellent choice. You're driving then."

I chimed up. "I've got my truck parked here as well."

She waved a hand at me, really fucking dismissively. "Too recognisable. We're taking his."

Wow… hella forceful, first mate. She really had changed. Max from 5 years ago could barely look most people in the eye.

Heh. Like you can talk about change, Price. You're not exactly the girl you were then, either.

Travis leads us out of the main building, which was pretty much empty. Classes were on I guess. Wonder what Kate's doing right now…

We head across the grounds to the parking lot, pushing between a couple of girls who were walking and talking, leaving them yelling at us while we just kept walking to the lot.

There was a big old truck in the lot, a couple of spaces over from mine. The thing looked like it was from like, a hundred years ago and ran on fuckin' coal or something. I started to walk around it. It looked more beat up than my old truck did. Fuck, were those bullet holes?

I think I'm gonna call it The Tank.

Max helps me into the back seat of The Tank and hops in after me. Travis swings into the front seat, switching on the ignition.

The engine roared like a fucking dragon and we slowly chugged out to the lot entrance.

"Which way, Boss?"

The answer was immediate. "Right."

"Good to know you remember where I live. You remember my phone number too?" I said, completely calm and with minimum bitch.

"Of course." The calm and confident voice again.

"Then why didn't you fucking use it?" I snarked, bitterly.

She sighs. "Not not, Che, ok? Once we get someplace secure, I promise you'll we'll talk."

She turned away from me and stared out the window.

I blinked at her. Shit. I think she just shut me down. Pretty smoothly, too. She really has fucking changed.

I looked at her then, trying to put this Max against the one I remembered. She sure hadn't gotten any taller, still seeming the same tiny hipster I knew 5 years back.

Even the way she sat was different. The old her had always say like she didn't wanna take up any room. Knees together, shoulders tight, arms held in her lap. This Max sat like a suit. Owning the space and all that shit.

Hell, it was kinda hot. Confidence is sexy, right?

Think she looked kinda tired though. Bags under her eyes, lacking that old Max enthusiasm that she had for everything.

Fuck, I still wasn't completely sure this wasn't some kinda fucked up dream, maybe I was still drugged up at Nathan's, with him taking pictures. I shuddered. That was fucking scary. Honestly, I was still trying not to think about it. So much for Chloe Price, nerves of steel.

We sat quietly until we got back to my place. The big Texan spent the entire trip brooding in the driver's seat and occasionally calling out requests to Max for directions. She really did remember exactly where I lived.

He reared the truck back on the drive and we all got out. I slid my key into the lock and was about to turn it and push the door open when Max's hand shot out and locked onto my arm. "Wait."

"What was that, Tish? Say again."

Who the fuck was Tish? She looked like she was just talking to herself. I gave her a questioning look.

"Who the fuck are…?"

She took something small from her ear and put it in mine. I heard a girl's voice ramble on about cameras. Cameras?

"What the fuck does she mean cameras? Is someone watching my fucking house?"

She took the earbud back.

"Apparently. Seems someone put a whole system of them throughout your house."

For fucks sake! We can't ever get a damn break.

"Typical. Fucking typical. You know who?"

She cocked her head, probably listening to the chick in her ear. "Nope. It's not somebody outside though. Seems like a local signal. Your mom gotten really into surveillance lately?"

Lately…? Fuuuuck. "No, but my step-douche has. This is exactly the sort of shit he'd do. Paranoid asshole."

She tipped her head again. "Anything you can do? No? Damnit. Alright, alright. We'll just have to leave it for now."

She let go of my arm and gestured for me to open the door. I did, grabbing her arm and pulling her in with me, getting a little squawk of irritation from her.

Travis followed us in, smirking. Dick.

I reached over to Max and pulled the little ear thing out of her ear and stuck it back in mine. "Hey, so what can you do about these fucking cameras? Can you tell me where the fuck they are?"

"Hey, whoever you are, first I am workin' out of a damn truck. Literally, a truck. I can barely even get wifi here. Second of all, who the hell are you? The Boss took a damn phone call and ran off out to this… tiny little shithole town in the middle of nowhere and it's all for you, so who in the samhain are…?"

The voice cut off suddenly as Max pulled her earbud back out of my ear and stuck it back in hers with a glare back at me.

"Tish, it's me again. Yeah, it's a long story and I don't know most of it yet, so shut it."

She looked back at me. "You up to telling us about whatever shit it was you got yourself into?"

"Yeah, I guess. Just need to call someone first."

They both froze. The hell "...someone?"

I shrugged. "Yeah. Kate. She's part of this whole thing."

"You trust her?"

I laughed. "Hella yeah. She's a good one."

Max visibly relaxed and sat down on my couch.

"You moved it. And you got a new TV."

"Yup. I think Step-Douche thought it would make me like him. Fucker doesn't know shit about me."

I walked over to sit on the opposite end from her, throwing one arm over the end and planting my feet on the coffee table.

Travis took a chair from the table, spun and straddled it, arms leaning on the back facing us.

I tuned out their chattering and wiggled my hand into my jeans to pull out my beat up phone to text Kate.

CHLOE- CAn I Haz K8?

KATE- Chloe! Great timing as always, I just left class. How're you?

CHLOE-Um yh bout that. Need 2 talk 2 U come to my house?

KATE- Sure, Chloe. Anything you need. I'll be there as soon as I can.

CHLOE- Snds gd C U SN.

I slid it back into my pants. Wink wink.

"She'll be here as soon as she can. That good with you?"

Max shrugged. "It's not like we can go pick her up right now, so it'll have to be."

"So…" I drawled.

"So…" Max said back, infuriatingly calm as ever.

"You want anything to drink?"

"Got any scotch?"

My jaw dropped. "Wow, you really have changed."

"Yeah. So? I need a drink and I left mine in the car."

Travis was making throat slitting motions behind Max, mounting No!

"Um, sorry. No Scotch. David's not a big drinker."

"Damn. Ah well." She ran a hand through her hair.

"So, you drink now. After you threw up when we got into Mom's wine, I never thought that'd happen."

She met my eye. "Yes, well. Things change."

"I know what you mean… Look, I…"

She interrupted me with a wave. "Can we do this later? I'm really not in the mood."

Fucking hell.

I stood, grabbed her hand and dragged her upstairs, ignoring the lazy smirk that Texan bastard gave me as I walked past. I pulled her into my room and slammed the door behind her, leaning against it.

"What the hell happened, Max? You fucking left me and never called."

She eyed me. "As I recall, you told me to 'fuck off and die and that you never wanted to speak to me again'. That doesn't tend to make people want to call back."

"I was fourteen! You can't blame for being pissed that you left me! It wasn't fair!"

"And you can blame me for leaving? Like expecting me to stop my parents moving was 'fair'?"

Her expression never changed, her voice never wobbled.

"No. No way. This one's on you."

Fucking what?

"Excuse me?!"

"You heard me. You pushed me away, not the other way around. This. Ones. On. You."

She punctuated each word with a hard poke to my chest.

"C'mon Max, be reasonable! Sure, I should've remembered you take things hella literally sometimes, but you shouldn't have taken what I said to heart like that! Dad had just died. We both fucked up, big time, so can we just start over?"

I put my hand on hers, closing it over as she flinched, trying not to react at the fact she did.

"I miss my first mate." Christ, fucking needy, Chloe, scare her away again why don't you? Tone it the fuck…

She sighed. "Fine, fine. We can start over."

I grinned. That went far fucking better than I hoped. "Great!"

I leaned back on the door and flashed a smile. "So… seems like a fucking lot happened in Seattle. You got a team now, and fucking ear thingys? You like James Bond up there or something?"

She smiled back. "Something like that. Look, Chloe, I'm…"

Whatever she was gonna say was interrupted by a knock on the door behind me. I whirled and yanked it open to reveal the smirking face of Travis. "WHAT?"

"Uh, your friend is here. She's down in the kitchen. Thought you'd wanna know, darlin'."

I leaned back and raised an eyebrow. "Don't 'darlin' me."

He grinned. "Sorry ma'am." Raised his arm in a lazy salute.

"Don't sass me dude. I will punch you."

His grin widened and he raised his hands to surrender. Smart guy, knows I'd whup his overly muscly ass, easy.

Max chipped in behind me. "I think the triple black belt, marine cadet, Texan son would probably win that one, Chloe."

I spun, hand to my chest. "So little faith, Maximus. Well, I'll just have to prove my badassitude to you sometime."

We headed downstairs to find Kate sitting quietly on the couch, staring out the window. She turned when we walked in and a smile lit up her face.

"Chloe!"

I grinned.

"Always a pleasure, Kate. Let me introduce you. Kate, Max, Kate, Big Guy."

Her smile fell and her hand stopped midway to shaking Max's tiny outstretched hand.

"Max? You mean she's…?"

I quickly interrupted. Didn't want Kate saying anything I'd regret. This Max and I just got shit sorted, hells no am I letting my stupid old mouth ruin it again.

"Yeah, Kate. My old friend. She's back. And brought a big, grumpy, Texan dude who apparently ate all our fruit."

The big guy in question bit down on a pear, shrugged and grinned at Kate. "What can I say, I like to eat healthy. I'm Travis. Nice to meetcha miss."

Kate blushed. "You too."

Max, Kate and me took seats on the couch and Travis sat back on his chair.

Max sat up, held her hands in her lap. "Still no scotch?"

"Sorry Maximus, no can do."

"Darn. Well, Kate, right?"

"Yes, thats right. Kate Marsh."

The fucking calm and confident voice was back again in full fucking force. "Please. Tell us what happened."

So, we told her. Max nodded when I told her how out of it Kate was and Travis growled. Honest to dog GROWLED. It was kinda hot.

"Bastard. You just don't DO that to a lady."

"Prescott…? Son of the guy who owns half this town, right?"

"More like three quarters, but yeah. Thats the fucker. Little SOB, living off Daddy's money."

Max sat back and watched me silently as I spoke. Could practically see the cogs turning behind those calm eyes of hers. It was like looking into a calm lake. Utterly and completely still.

"So yeah. Thats what I needed your help with Max. We need proof of what he tried to do to Kate and I have no fucking idea how."

I stopped talking and we all went quiet watching Max think.

She nodded once and I grinned so hard I thought my face was gonna fall off.

She's staying!

"Fuckin' Awesomesauce, Max. You're gonna need a way into Blackwell and a Place to Stay, right? I'd try get you in here, but I think Step-Douche would blow a gasket or something…" I rambled.

She smiled. "Already taken care of, Che. You're looking at Blackwell's newest student."

I laughed. Smooth as fuck, Max.

"Damn, you are good. Pity I got kicked out. We could've been neighbours!"

"Well, you can still come to visit. No state line between us anymore, hmm?"

"Hella yeah, dude. Hanging is in the plan."

Max suddenly quirks her head. Think she's listening to the cranky girl in her head again. She sighed.

"The others'll be here in a couple of days. Cassie had to get a last minute flight from Paris."

"Ah. Well, we'll arrange accommodation when they arrive."

Kate chimes in. "What about you, Travis? Do you have anywhere to stay?"

"Uh, yeah. I'm gonna go get a room at the Great Northern. Damn fine coffee."

She smiled gently. "Yes, and their chef is very good. I always loved his salmon fillets."

"Is that so? Well, I'll have to check that out sometime."

Max stands up. "Well, sounds like we have a plan. Let's go steal us a school."

We all get up to follow her out. "Are you heading back to Blackwell, Kate? We have a stop to make first, but we'll be heading there afterwards to move me in."

Kate speaks up, softly. "Yes, I am. I need to get back to Alice and maybe I could help with your move?"

Max smiled. "Who's Alice?"

Kate blushed sheepishly. It was hella adorable as ever. "My Rabbit. Like Alice in Wonderland?"

"Oh, I love that book! Did you ever read the looking glass one?"

I stood and watched as Kate and Max wandered out the door, chatting enthusiastically about books.

I looked over at Travis. "So... Triple black belt, huh?"

"Yup. Impressed?" he grinned.

I looked at his arms. Muscle. I looked at his stomach. More muscle. "Pfft. I could so take you."

I walked out the door, leaving him laughing behind me. Asshole.

I sat, staring out the window of the front seat. Kate and Max took the back and were still chatting away.

"Huh? Why are we here? Oooh, is it for food?"

Travis muffled a laugh in the front seat and Max smiled. "No, I'm afraid not Chloe. I just need to get my bag from the car."

She slipped out of the truck and wandered over to a car in the lot.

I jumped out of the truck and followed her over to some Dodge muscle car. She was searching through the trunk.

"Fuuuuck, Max. This thing yours? Its fucking awesome!"

Max smiled her awkward little smile. "Yeah, this is my baby."

She picked a couple of boxes out of the trunk, throwing one to me. "Get the books from the Glove Compartment and anything you can find in the right footwell."

I shrugged and started getting the shit she wanted. "Alright. What's this stuff for, anyway?"

"First rule of disguise, Grasshopper. Always give people what they expect. Expectations are like a form of camouflage. If you use them right, you can blend into the background and people will barely even notice you're there."

Shit. She might be the same height as my Max, but this one talked like she was in the army with Step-Douche.

We finished stripping Max's awesome car of stuff she wanted, lugged it over and shoved it in the truck bed and got back in.

"Alright, let's get going. Take a left."

* * *

><p>We got to Blackwell pretty quickly. I was kinda surprised, this thing looked slow as fuck, but I guess Travis could drive like I could.<p>

He kicked us out on the curb at the front of the school. "Alright, this is our stop. Everybody out. Travis, you go get settled at the Northern. We'll meet you at Two Whales tomorrow."

He saluted. "Sure thing, Boss. See ya then."

We all got out, Kate and I each took a box and Max slung her bag over her shoulder. She leaned into the window and talked with Travis for a sec before he drove off.

"Come on then. Check in is soon. Where's the main reception?"

I pointed over to the main building. "Right in there."

Max looked it over. "Huh. Right. Let's get going then."

Kate chimed in. "I'll see you in the dorms. If I go now, I'll be able to get Alice fed and be able to help you faster."

"Sure, Kate. See you then."

Kate gave me her box and hurried off to the dorms.

We got into the main building and went to the main office, where Max took over. She suddenly dropped her shoulders and hunched a bit, making herself look more… shy, I guess. It was kinda cool to watch, actually.

"Um… hi?"

The receptionist looked up at her from her seat. "Yes, dear? How can I help?"

"Uh, my mom said I should come here? For my key? ...I'm new."

She suddenly jumped, like she'd just remembered something, pulling a piece of paper out of her bag and handing it to the receptionist. "Oh yeah! I have this?"

The receptionist grimaced. Oh, fuck. What's she gonna tell us? "Uh, I'm afraid I can't help you with this. You'll have to wait for the…"

"Ah, Doreen, you don't need to bother the Principal with this. I can show her around."

A new woman came in. She was a short, squat black lady. Looked kinda familiar…

She turned to look at me. "Ah, Miss Price. Nice to see you again. Even nicer to not have you mixing explosives in my classroom."

Ah shit! Miss Grant! She was the chem teacher. And they were stink bombs, not 'explosives'. Yeesh. Still hasn't got a sense of humour.

"Nice to see you too, Miss."

She took the paper from the receptionist and looked it over. "So, Maxine, is it?"

Max, still doing her shy thing or whatever, looked at her shoes and just said "Yes, miss. Well, it's Max, but yes. Thats me."

"Huh. Well, we don't usually get students this late in the year, but you're welcome nevertheless. Ok, it says you're in room 219, in the Prescott Dorm."

"Prescott Dorm?"

Miss Grant smiled. She didn't look happy though. Just kinda… sick. "Delights of Corporate Funding. The Prescotts 'kindly' donated and helped us build it. The principal named the building for them."

I butted in. "Look, Miss, Could you show us to her room? These boxes are getting heavy."

What? They were!

She laughed. "Same as ever, aren't you Chloe? But fair point, you probably want to get moved in as soon as possible, right Max?"

Max just nodded.

"Ideally. I'm wiped."

"Alright, follow me. And let me help you with that, Chloe. No sense you lugging them about all by yourself."

I handed her a box and we set off to the girls dorm building. Separate dorms. Don't want your high school students fucking and keeping everyone up. Walls were thinner than my wallet.

Well, they fucking would be, if I had a wallet.

As we walked through the campus, Grant just went on and on about how the grounds used to be some Native American something or other. She told the same damn story every year. I didn't listen the first fucking time, either.

We got to the door of the dorm and Miss Grant handed Max a set of keys and a slip of paper. "Ok, Max, here are your keys and the code to the building. Your room is last on the right on this floor."

She handed me the box back.

"I figure I'll let you two get on with it. I really should be getting back to work. Nice meeting you Max, hope to see you in class."

She left and Max turned to me, body going back to the calm and confident pose again. "Come on, Chloe."

Max quickly checked the dorm map and we headed down to find her room. The dorms all looked the same. One long corridor of rooms, line of shitty wood doors down either side.

Could hear music coming from down the corridor. Sounds like Max's neighbour 'cross the hall is hella into dubstep. That's gonna make for some fun mornings…

Every door had these little whiteboards next to them. Some of the other girls had put stuff up. Max's Dubstep Playing neighbour had some cheesy quote from that little indian guy. Gandhi, I think.

Max pulled out the key and pushed it into the door. "Alright, let's get this place set up. Put the boxes down on the bed."

The place was pretty bare. There was a desk, a fucking single bed and one of those wall-cupboard things. Guess Blackwell didn't believe in comforts.

I hefted the two boxes I was carrying to the bed and dumped them on it. Max stuck her bag in the cupboard and came over to look through the boxes with me. "Take this. Put it over there."

Kate wandered in about 30 minutes later. Well, she knocked and waited until I went over to open it. Girl was waay too fucking polite sometimes.

"Hey Kate. How's the bunny?"

She smiled at me. "He's fine. Fully fed and put to bed."

We worked like that for a couple of hours, Max handing me and Kate things and telling me where to put them, then getting irritated and moving shit when she didn't like where I'd put them.

I grinned when I saw what was in the bottom of the box. "Holy shit, can you play this?" I pulled out the acoustic guitar and strummed it.

Max shrugged. "Sure. Comes in useful on occasion. Performed in a country bar once or twice. That was a fun job. You play anything?"

Kate chimed in from where she was sat on the bed. "I play violin. I've never really performed though. I'm not really good enough for that yet."

Hah. Modest Katie Kat. I've heard her playing in her room a couple times. She's pretty damn good.

"Don't put yourself down, Katie. You're fucking awesome!"

Kate smiled. "Language Chloe. But thanks."

I bowed and turned back to Max and asked, kinda shocked."You played? Like, in front of people?!"

"Yes Chloe. That does tend to be included in performing."

Huh. Pretty sure that was sarcasm... "Wow. Never thought that'd happen. Seems like you've done some fucking awesome stuff in the last 5 years."

"It certainly has been... interesting. Put that over there for now."

She crushed the two boxes and tapped her ear. "Hey Tish? Is the truck en route? Excellent."

"I'm sorry, who...?" Kate started, confused. Not that I could blame her. I knew and I still found it fucking weird only hearing half the conversation.

Max held up a hand and paced over to the window, so I went up to Kate and whispered in her ear. "She's got an earbud thing in her ear. Lets her talk to this cranky girl on the other end. Its hella cool."

"Well, Max certainly is a woman of hidden talents."

I grinned as I looked back at my first mate, finally back where she belongs. "She really is..."

Max finished and turned back to us. "So, my furniture will be arriving tomorrow morning.

Electronics should be here right about..." She held up a hand and looked at her watch. "Now."

Just as she said that, there was a knock at the door. Still smooth as fuck, Maximus. She bowed with that awkward grin and dropped her shoulders, hunching a bit and looking towards the floor. Guess she was doing her 'art of camouflage' thing again. Still hella awesome to watch.

She opened the door. There were a couple of big dudes there with a little pile of boxes. "Are you Caulfield?"

"Um, yeah. Thats me."

"We got some of your stuff here. A lotta tech. Where do ya want it?"

Couple of hours later, with some help from the dudes, we had Max's room set-up just how she liked it. Literally, 2 minutes after we finished, there was a knock at the door.

Max sighed and went back into shy mode, then opened the door. "Uh, hi?"

There were a couple of girls stood in the corridor. One was a pretty, busty girl with auburn hair. Damn, she was hot. I think I recognised her from a party Rachel dragged me to. The other was a perky brunette. Kinda cute, in a Lois Lane sorta way.

"Hey there, new girl! Just wanted to say hi, welcome you to the neighbourhood. I'm Dana, this is Juliet. Jules, for short. Nice to meetcha! What's your name?"

"I'm Max. This is Chloe and Kate. And I recognise you, actually. You're editor of the paper, right? I saw your picture in the hall."

Juliet shrugged. "It's a hobby."

Dana elbowed her in the side, laughing. "Don't listen to her, Max. She's gonna win a Pulitzer someday."

"Really? She's that good, huh?"

"Well, they don't call her the X-Treme reporter for nothing. She's like a wolf, hunting down everyone's secrets."

Max smiled, shyly. "Well, I look forward to reading the next issue. Do you, like, wanna come in or something?"

"Sure! We aren't interrupting anything though, are we?"

I interrupted before Max could say anything. "Nah. We were gonna plug the TV in and have a movie night. You're hella welcome to join."

The two kinda looked at each other and did that weird thing with expression talking that some girls can do without actually saying anything. Shit always confused me.

Dana nodded. Juliet turned and grinned at Max. "We'd love to. Whatcha watching?"

Max turned back to me and shrugged. "Chloe?"

I smiled. "An old favourite."

* * *

><p>"All those moments... will be lost in time... like tears in rain. Time to die."<p>

We all kinda sat quietly for a sec. Bladerunner seemed to have that effect.

Juliet spoke up first. "Wow. That was awesome, Chloe. That Batty guy was fantastic."

Dana. "Yeah, he was. But Harrison Ford shirtless… rowr, am I right?"

Heh. "Sorry Dana, right parts, but totally wrong manual."

She quirks her head at me, looking confused before her face clears. "Shit, NOW I know where I know you from! You were with Rachel, weren't you?"

Well, fuck…

"Uh, yeah. We were together. That a problem?"

She waved a hand. "Oh fuck no, you two were adorable. Just wanted to say I'm sorry for what happened. It can't be easy on you."

Heh. No fucking kidding. Conceal don't feel though, right?

"Thanks."

…

Kate stood up. "Well, it's been a lovely evening, but I'm afraid I've gotta feed Alice and go to bed. Early period tomorrow. Goodnight everybody. Can I talk to you, Chloe? In private?"

Dana and Juliet hopped up as well. "Yeah, we should probably be going as well. This was fun though. We gotta do this again."

Juliet nodded. "Definitely. You have great taste in movies, Chloe."

They both said their goodbyes and left. Kate wandered out just after, reminding me to come by. I turned to look at Max, who was rooting about in her wall-closet thingy. "Hey, Max?"

She didn't even look at me. "Yes, Chloe?"

I sighed. "Thanks for the save today. In the bathroom, I mean. If you and Travis hadn't been there, Presc-shit would've… so, Thanks."

"Sure. Who's Rachel?"

I sighed. I fucking knew she was gonna ask, once Dana mentioned her. "Rachel was… my angel. She saved my life, Max, when dad died and you left. She disappeared a year ago. Just, gone."

Max frowned at me. "Rachel Amber? I saw the posters around town. You put those up?"

I grinned, proud as fuck. "Yup. There's one on every wall in Arcadia."

"Do you think her disappearance might be related to what happened to Kate?"

"Fuck, maybe. Prescott could've done this before. And was always watching her. Bastard!"

Max stood in front of me, holding her Pjs. "This is good. Multiple victims means more evidence to find. If she's alive, we'll find her. Now, unless you want to get an eyeful, I suggest you go find your friend. Kate did say she wanted to see you."

I took a deep breath, trying to calm down. "Yeah, she did. Bye Max. See you tomorrow?"

She smirked. "Don't worry so much, Chloe. I'm here to help, remember? I never leave a job unfinished."

* * *

><p>I wandered into Kate's room to see her sat on her bed. "Hey Chloe. I just wanted to see how you were doing. I know it can't easy having Max just turn up like this."<p>

I shrugged, sheepishly. "I kinda called her..."

Kate's eyes went wide. "Really? But what about her leaving? I thought you were angry about that?"

I paced across her room to the window. "We talked it out. Kinda. I think its ok? Fuck, I don't know. I'm just so stoked to have her back, y'know?"

I went over to sit next to her on the bed. "I'm kinda freaked out though. She's changed like, a hella lot. Maybe this was a bad idea..."

Kate smiled and put her hand on my shoulder. "She does seem more… confident than when you knew her last. But you aren't the same as you were then either. Give her a chance. The Bible tells us to have an open mind about people. You're my best friend, I don't want to see you give up before you even start."

I smiled. I don't care what anyone else says. Kate Marsh is good people and I'll punch anyone who says .

"I guess I can try that. Thanks, Katie. Now, It's getting late. I'm gonna go."

I got up and walked to the door. "Uh, Chloe?"

"Yeah?"

"See you tomorrow? Breakfast at Two Whales?"

I doffed an imaginary top hat and bowed. "'Till tomorrow, milady."

She giggled even harder. I climbed out the window, snuck to my truck and drove off, speeding straight for home. I climbed up into my room and for the first time in 5 fucking years, there was no brown hair and there were no freckles in any of my dreams.


End file.
